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MOST MONTANANS FAVOR TOURISM, UM RESEARCHERS SAY
By Carol Susan Woodruff 
University Communications
Nationwide, the tourism industry is Hat. But in Big Sky Country it’s booming, and most 
Montanans approve, according to a recent University ot Montana study. That s not to say residents 
don’t recognize the dangers of success, however.
"We found that at the level of tourism we have in state now, people are still pretty favorably 
disposed to the industry," says Steve Martin, the study’s main researcher and a former graduate 
research assistant at UM’s Institute for Tourism and Recreation Research. But the study does 
point to issues that could become sore spots in the near future if something isn’t done about them.
With encouragement from the Governor’s Tourism Advisory Council, institute Director 
Steve McCool launched the study in 1990 to document "Attitudes of Montana Residents Toward 
Tourism Development."
"In the past few years, Montana’s tourism industry has been growing very rapidly," says 
forestry Professor McCool, who worked with Martin on the study. Hot spots include Flathead, 
Missoula, Gallatin and Yellowstone counties.
"We’d read some things that indicated some Montanans were concerned about people 
coming in from out of state and competing for recreation spots," McCool says. "As tourism 
develops, there tends to be increasing conflict.
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"Our feeling was, if we want this industry to grow, to be viable, we need to find out what 
Montanans are concerned about so these issues can be addressed and the industry remains a 
positive contribution to the people of Montana," he continues.
The study results are based on a survey mailed to about 1,700 adult Montanans statewide,
over 1,100 or 65 percent of whom responded.
The survey revealed which ol nine industries people find most important in their 
communities. Statewide, ranching and farming came in first, timber and wood products second, 
government and education third and tourism fourth. Tourism ranked highest among residents of 
Gallatin, Carbon, Stillwater, Sweet Grass and Park counties and the Big Sky ski resort.
The study also covered issues such as support lor various types of tourism, view of the 
advantages and disadvantages of tourism, degree of attachment to the local community, amount of 
contact with tourists, and potential behavior toward tourists and proposed tourist attractions.
Respondents listed employment opportunities, a more active local economy and more and 
better parks and recreation opportunities as tourism’s major advantages. In fact, 74 percent agreed 
or strongly agreed that the overall benefits of tourism outweigh the negative impacts, and 24 
percent agreed or strongly agreed that their household standard of living was higher because of 
money tourists spent in Montana. Nearly 60 percent thought increased tourism would be beneficial;
18 percent disagreed.
The major drawbacks include crowded recreation areas, too many out-of-state hunters, 
higher prices for goods and services, and low-paying jobs, the respondents indicated. Concerns 
over traffic congestion were a recurrent theme.
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"Open space — elbow room — is so important to Montanans," Martin says.
About 30 percent agreed that increased tourism would have negative consequences, while 
about 33 percent disagreed.
"They (the respondents) realize both the positive and negative aspects of tourism,” McCool 
says. "Any industry has positive and negative consequences. People are just a little more sensitive 
about tourism because of the social consequences."
Study findings include:
■  Respondents’ views of personal benefits from tourism and the dependency of their jobs 
on the industry are the most important factors affecting their views of tourism.
■  The more contact residents have with tourists, the more positive their attitudes toward the 
benefits of tourism and the perceived extent of tourism’s economic impact.
■  Respondents living in communities with the highest level of tourism are the most 
concerned about its impacts and costs and who pays the costs.
' ■  The more attached to their community the respondents are, the more negatively they view 
the effects of tourism.
■  The brighter the respondents’ perception of their community’s future, the more positively 
they view the benefits and extent of economic impact of tourism.
■  Few respondents are likely to oppose tourism actively, while 36 percent are likely to 
support tourism actively.
■  About 39 percent of the respondents would probably vote against a tax on goods and 
services sold at resorts; 44 percent most likely wouldn’t oppose such a tax.
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■  Respondents are quite supportive of five types of tourism development in their 
community given as examples in the survey: a waterslide, guest ranch, visitor center or museum, 
hotel or restaurant and gift shop or RV campground. Only the waterslide drew opposition from 
more than 10 percent of the respondents.
Careful planning, including local involvement, is crucial to maintaining a successful tourism 
industry, McCool concludes. "What we need to do in Montana is establish our goals for the 
tourism industry and allocate our resources to achieve those goals."
Tourism success also hinges on one of the state’s main assets: the friendliness ol its people. 
"Once we lose that, the industry is probably going to go downhill," McCool says. "This is a 
service industry. We want to cultivate the friendliness as a resource."
The study was partly supported by funds from the lodging- facility use tax, commonly called 
the "bed tax," established by the state Legislature in 1987.
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